Non-transferrin-bound iron in untreated and ribavirin-treated chronic hepatitis C patients.
In patients with chronic hepatitis C, elevations in serum iron levels, hepatic iron content and oxidative stress-related molecules have been reported. Treatment with ribavirin induces an increase in hepatic iron concentration. In situations of iron overload, non-transferrin-bound iron can appear. Therefore, we determined non-transferrin-bound iron levels in untreated chronic hepatitis C patients and in patients during interferon-ribavirin treatment. In 10 untreated and 19 interferon-ribavirin-treated chronic hepatitis C patients, we examined non-transferrin-bound iron levels by a colorimetric method using nitrilotriacetic acid as a ligand and sodium triscarbonatecobalt (III) to block free iron binding sites on transferrin. Despite the presence of high serum iron saturation and ferritin levels, non-transferrin-bound iron was absent in the majority of hepatitis C virus patients (25/29, 86%). There was no difference in non-transferrin-bound iron levels between untreated and treated patients. Four patients with high non-transferrin-bound iron levels were distinguished by higher serum iron levels. In two of these patients, hepatocytic iron was present on liver biopsy. In the majority of chronic hepatitis C patients, non-transferrin-bound iron levels are normal. Treatment with ribavirin does not induce high non-transferrin-bound iron levels. Non-transferrin-bound iron levels are only higher than normal in hepatitis C patients with higher serum iron levels.